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A STUDY IN SILENT READING WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE 
TO SPEED AND COMPREHENSION 
I Purposes of the Study 
1. To determine the relative value of oral 
and silent . reading. 
2. To increase speed and comprehension in 
silent reading. 
II Scope of the Study 
490 pupils in ~rades Four, Five, Six, Seven 
and Ei ght of the Norcross School. 
III Method of the Studr 
1. ~pe equival ent-groups method in reading 
for each of the grades, whieh is 
represented by the formula as fol-
lows: 
S2 (It 1 - Ef 1 ~ Ft 1- C 1) 
82 (It 1 - · Ef 2 - Ft ~ - C 2) 
1 
The conclusion is formed by comparing the 
amounts of C 1 and C 2 or by compar-
ing the scores made by the experimen-
tal group and the control group. 
2. The one-group method in reading for each 
of the grades studied, which is rep-
resent ed by the formula as follows: 
S (It - Ef 1-Ft - C 1) 
IV Length of Time Consumed in the Study 
Forty school periods of thirty minutes eaoh. 
V Results of the Study 
1. The actual comparison (in speed and comprehension) 
cf silent and oral reading in Grades Four, 
Five, Six, Seven and Eight. 
2. The actual gain in speed and comJ)lr·ehension existing 
at the end of forty lesson periods in silent 
reading. · 
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A STUDY IN SILENT READING WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO 
SPEED AND COMPREHENSION 
Reasons for the Study 
2 
From supervising th~ teaching of reading throughout 
the grades, the writer was led to believe that the tradi-
tional method of teaching reading ma.kes the pupils aim to 
become experts in word-sounding and word-pronunciation; 
rarely do they aim to secure meaning. Teachers of the 
first three grades stress training in phonics, articula-
tion and enunciation; in the intermediate grades teachers 
emphasize correct pronunciation and expression, and in the 
higher grades teachers work for pleasing cadence and for 
all of the factors which make up good· speech. This con-
dition prevails because . the kind of reading demanded of 
the~hools of the past has been expressive oral reading, and 
the ch!ld was and is so impressed with the importance of read-
ing to make others hear and understand that the idea of read-
ing for comprehension for his own benefit has no place in his 
consciousness. 
Reading has long been considered the fundamental subject 
of the elementary ~chool curriculum, as it is the key which 
unlocks all knowledge contained in printed symbols. The 
importance of this subject has been recognized in the allot-
ment of time devoted to the t~aching of reading, since more 
than one quarter of the total time in grade schools and ap-
proximately seventy per cent of the time in primary grades 
• 
• 
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is now devoted to the teaching of reading.* 
Present social needs require rapid silent reading 
instead of expressive o:ral reading, in consequence of 
the increasing reading demands upon the pupil as well as 
upon the adult. 
Recent interest in the curriculum has led to the 
casting out of old subjects and introducing new ones to 
take their place~, but with all these changes reading con-
tinues to hold its place of first importance. 
Reflection on the observations mentioned led to the 
two purposes of this study, namely: To determine the 
relative value of oral and silent reading and to increase 
speed and comprehension in silent reading. 
PART I 
TO DETERMINE m RELATIVE VALUE Q! ORAL AND SILENT READmG 
The Scope of the Study 
This study was carried on with four hundred ninety 
pupils of ~rades Four, Five, Six, Seven and Eight in the 
Norcross Intermediate School, a public school for girls 
in South Boston • The pupils participating in this study 
represent seventeen different nationalities, as shown by 
Table I. 
*Henry w. Holmes, Time Dist~ibution by Subjects and 
Grades in Representative Cities, pp 21-27, Fourteenth 
Year Book of the National Society for the Study of Educa-
tion, Part I. 
• 
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A q~estionnaire on home reading given to the pupils 
diaolosed the fao~ that in forty~two homes there is no 
book of any kind and 1il two hundred . ~ ( forty homes there 
are fi~e or less. The reliability of these faots will be 
made apparent by quoting the following reply to the ques~ 
tion, "How many books are there in your home?" "I have 
one book in my house, of whioh one is a magazine." The 
questionnaire was given to find out to what degree home 
oonditi.ons favored study and reading. 
Method of Prooedure 
A meeting of the teaohers of reading in the sohool 
was oalled, at whioh the investigations of reading made 
by *O'Brien were disoussed. It was than decided to 
i 
carry on a similar experiment in our own sohool, the work 
was to begin March 2, 1923, and to oontinue for forty les-
son periods, the first period of whioh was to be used for 
the initial test and the fortieth period for the final 
test. Teaohers of Grades Four to Six were instructed to 
use the Courtis Standard Silent Reading Test, the teacher of 
Grade Seven was instructed tg use the Monroe Silent Reading 
Revised Test, and the teaoher of Grade Eight was instructed 
to use the Thorndike-McCall Reading Soale, Form 2 • 
The initial test was soored and the pupils of Grades 
Four, Five and Six were divided into equivalent groups. 
*John Anthony O'Brien, Silent Reading, ~omillan 
Company, New York, 1916. 
5 
• NAT\ONAL\T\E8 RE-PRE5ENTE.D TABLE. I 
IN THE STUDY 
IRIS H 181 
LITHUANIAM 15<D 
AME.R\CAN 45 
ITALIAN 31 
ENGLISH 20 
POLISH 19 
RU551AN 12 
FRE..NCH 5 
GREE..K 3 
SW"E.Ol5H 3 
ALBANIAN z 
PORTUGUESE z 
SCOTCH 2., 
ARMENIAN 
BOHEMlAH 
DUTCH 
GERMAN 
5PANISH 
UK RANI AM 
• 
• 
• 
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In Grades Seven and Eight the equivalent grou:rsmethod was 
found to be impracticable, as it interrupted the depart-
mental program followed in these junior high school cla.sses • 
The experimental group (A) was to do intensive silent read-
ing for thirty-eight lessons, while the control group (B) 
was to do intensive work in the traditionai type of oral 
reading for the same period. 
Length of Period 
For the sake of uniformity thirty minutes was decided 
upon as the length of the period for all grades partict pat-
ing in the experiment. Of this time no more than five min-
utes was to be devoted to word and thought preparation and 
about the same length of time to the reproduction, thus al-
lowing fifteen or twenty minutes for actual . intensive prac-
tice in silent reading. 
Training in Speed 
Teachers of the experimental (A) group were instructed 
to work for as high a level of achievement in speed as pos-
sible without lowering the rate of comprehension. Some of 
the devices used for increasing speed were individual graphs 
and class records charted on the blaokboard, which served as 
motives for higher achievement from day to day. The habit 
of speed in reading was emphasized in this part of the ex-
periment in order to counteract any dawdling listless habits 
that pupils might have. Not until recently has it been 
disoovered (as a result of investigation) that one oan accel-
• 
• 
7 
erate appreciably his speed in reading by willing himsel~ 
to do so. *Huey doubled his rate by simply determining 
to "speed up" in .his reading • **Fordyce, Huey and others 
who have worked on this phase of the subject sho w that 
their rate of reading was slow, not because they could not 
assimilate the matter read, but because of bad habits formed 
in learning to read habits of articula tion and narrow 
perception units. In the light of this knowledge teachers 
endeavored to counteract this slow habit by substituting 
rapid, alert reading. The advantages which accrue from 
rapid reading ware pointed out to the girls, and the will 
on their part for rapid reading followed. It has been 
found that rapid readers, as a rule, get · more out o~ their 
reading thaa. slow readers, so that in emphasizing speed 
we are indirectly emphasizing comprehension. 
Eye Movements in Reading 
.A ~ter much experimenting b~l means of phot·ographic 
registrations, it has been ~ound that each person has 
"motor habits" in reading which show themselves by a 
rhythmic number of spans and ~ixations and by the same 
length of fixation pause. Hence speed in reading 
can be increased by lessening the number of 
*Huey, Edmund B., The Psychology and Pedagogy o~ 
Reading, Macmillan Company, New York, 1913, p. 469. 
**Fordyce, Charles, Testing the Efficiency in Read-
ing, Addresses and Proceedings of the National Educational 
Association, July 7-14, 1917. 
•• 
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pauses and by decreasing the time of fixation. Teachers 
encouraged the pupils to see as muoh as possible at one 
"eyeful" in order to enlarge the perceptual span; they 
also conducted flash-card exercises with phrase cards in 
order to increase the perceptual span. A recent article* 
which deals with the habits of wide perception span, states 
that it is almost impossible to overestimate the value of 
a broad e7e span in reading. 
Lip-reading 
It is claimed by some that lip-reading or the evidence 
of inner speech is a natural tendency in children, espec-
ially in those children of the motor or auditory type. 
O'Brien with otber investigators claim that inner speech is 
an acquired habit "conscious;ly and purposely built up by 
the school." All teachers of primary reading will, no 
doubt, agree with O'Brien when he says that the lip maneu-
vers, tongue manipulations and other articulatory movements 
required in the teaching of phonics are not an inherited 
tendency but the result of much training. 
**Quantz found· in his experiment that the non-lip readers 
read thirty-six per cent more rapidly than the lip readers 
did • In percentage of thought reproduced, the lip readers 
*O'Brien, John A. "Training in Perception as a means 
of Accelerating the Silent Reading Rates." Journal of 
Educational Psych~logy, Vol. II, October 1920. 
**Qpantz, J. o. "Problems in the Psychology of Read-
ing." Psychological Review: ~nograph Supplement, Vol. II, 
No. 1, December 1917. 
• 
• 
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made a score of 14.9, while the non-lip readers made a 
score of 24.4. In the light of this finding, teachers 
explained to the pup i ls that lip movement handicaps the 
reader and in every way possible tried to check the 
habit. One remedial measure for _,_nne:r~ ~ a·J":ticbl-~t:ion '.~ . · .. : 
is that of keeping the finger on the lips while reading. 
Comprehension 
The last five or sevEn minutes of the thirty minute 
period were devoted to tasting for comprehension. In 
the lower grades, Grades Four and Five, the reading stretch 
was shorter and smaller units of the text were tested for 
comprehension. In some oases questions were oral and in 
some oases they were written. but in every oase the ques-
tions were so framed as to reoall important faots or to 
develop the organization of thought rather than to conduct 
a mere memory exercise. 
The tables which follow. will show the results of the 
procedure as thus far outlined. 
RESULTS OF TRAINING .A S DETERMINED BY THE 
· COURTIS STANDARD TESTS 
To show how Table II should be read: The rate 
of the experimental (A) pupils in the first' Court is 
Test at the beginning of the training is 143 words per 
minute; their comprehension is 84 per cent. The rate 
• 
• 
of the aontrol (B) pupils is 140 words per minute; 
their aomprehension is 75 per oent. 
10 
On the seaond Courtis Test, given after thirty-
eight lesson periods of training in reading, the rate 
for the experimental pupils is 187 words per minute; 
their aomprehension 91 per cent. The rate for the 
control pupils is 170 words per minute; their compre~ 
-hension 79 per cent. Throughout Part I of this study, 
(A) is used to designate the experimental pupils, (B) 
the aontrol pupils. Tables III, IV and V should be 
read in the same manner as Table II. 
Perhaps a clearer idea of the records and the 
grouping~ will be obtained if it is stated at this time 
that the pupils were paired on the basis of their scores 
in the first Courtis Test. After the second Courtis 
Test, all records of pupils were rejected if they were 
not present at both tests, and if a pupil had been ab:~ent 
for ten or more lessons during the experimental period, 
her record was not included • 
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SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADE PUPILS 
Table V shows t~e record made by Seventh Grade 
pupils who were tested by the Monroe Silent Reading 
Revised Teat. 
14 
Table VI shows the record made by Eighth Grade 
pupils who were tested by the -Thorndike-McCall Reading 
Scale. In the initial test, Form 2 was used rumd in 
the final test Form 3 was used. As a result of Test I 
we find the T Score of the experimental (A) group 3.4 
points below the norm, while. as a result of Test II we 
find that the same group is 5.6 points above the norm. 
The control (B) group, as a result of Test I, is 9.08 
below the horm, while as a result of Test II we find 
the same group four points below the norm, the gain o:f 
group A being 9.7: the gain of group B being 5.8 points • 
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SUMMARY OF EFFECTS OF THE TRAINING UPON ALL GRADES 
The result of the preceding tables in regard to 
average rata ia summed up in Table VII. 
A comparison of the final "A" and "B" columna 
shows a distinct gain for the experimental (A) group 
in all grades. 
A summary of the scores of the different grades 
in comprehension is to be found in Table VIII. 
A comparison of the final "A" and "B" columna 
shows a gain in compr·ehenaion for the experimental 
(A) group in all grades. 
A comparison of the gai.n in Table VIII with 
that of Table VII shows that incteaae in the rate 
of reading carries with it an increase in compre· 
hension in readi.ng. 
It will be noted in Table VII that in the initial 
teat the experimental (A) group was considerably in ad-
vance of the control (B) group in Grades Seven and 
Eight~ This might account for the superiority in gain 
of group A, ware it not for the fact that the experi-
mental (A) group in Grade Five was below the control (B) 
group, and that the experimental (A) group and the ·:c.oa-
trol (B) group were the same in Grade Six in the initial 
teat; and yet the experi~ntal (A} group in Grades Five and 
Six made a much greater gain than did the experimental (A) 
group in Grades Seven and Eight. 
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PART II 
TO TiiCREASE SPEED ~ COMPREHENSION IN SILENT READlliG 
The Scope of the Study 
The superiority in results secured by the silent 
method over the oral method in reading as evidenced by 
the conclusions to Part I of this study, led us to con-
duct a period of intensive training for all classes in 
Grades Four to Eight in effective silent reading from 
November 21,. 1923, to January 31, 1924. The same 
teachers_ conducted the work this year as conducted the 
work last year, and many of the pupils---the experimen-
tals or group {A)---participated in the study both years. 
They were, however, adva.noed one grade by the June promo-
tiona. The Fourth Grade pupils and the control (B) 
groups were ru;:w to the work this year. 
Method of Procedure 
The method of procedure for Part II of the study 
was similar in all respects to the.t of Part I, except 
that, since we had learned in a measure the technique of 
increasing speed, and the tables evidence that the children 
had profited by the technique, we felt that we might with 
prpfit to the pupils and to ourselves emphasize training in 
accuracy of comprehension. Then too, inability to com-
prehand what he reads is the greatest of handicaps to a 
child in his reading. Accordingly the teachers were in-
• 
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atructed to use Thorndike-McQall Reading Soale, Form 2, 
for the initial test, since this test stresses accuracy 
of comprehension more than it does a high rat.e of speed. 
The single group method was used and the period extended 
over two months or 40 lessons. The length of the lesson 
period was uniformly thirty minutes for all classes, and 
sinee interruptions off a lesson were found to be a hind-
rance to comprehension and retention, a pennant bearing 
the words "Silent Reading" was hung on eaoh door during 
the reading period. It was amusing to note the reverence 
with which these pennants were regarded. A child, if 
· sent to a room during the reading period would invaria~ly 
pass the door with silent footsteps and return to the of-
fice saying .in hushed tones "I mtlstn't go in, they're ·: 
having silent reading." Never .was a child asked to re-
turn with the message, for we would not destroy tha~ inno~ 
cent respect and regard for effective work. 
During this period teachers worked ~c:>·~ lafJ~en;:rdtmet- artiouJa.tioll 
and for wide perception spans; and as speed was one of 
the qualities aimed for, we used the time oheck as in 
Part I and recorded the results by means of individual 
graphs and olass charts. The difference between a lesson 
that trains primarily for speed and the one that trains pri-
marily for comprehension is largely a difference in empha-
sis. The teachers used great skill and variety in intro-
ducing the lesson as well as in methods of testing oompre .. 
hension; whatever method was used it was fornmlated .jtefore 
•• 
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the lesson, since hesitanoy and indecision on the part 
of the teadher reaot unfavorably upon the pupils. 
From first to last the child's thought was centered 
on the meaning of the selection. Sometimes a test of 
comprehension took the form of direoted study. ~uestions 
were written on the board and pupils were directed to find 
answers, or problems were set to which pupils were asked 
to find an answer. 
The tables which follow will show the results of 
the procedure:- Table IX shows the results of the tests 
at the beginning and the end of the experimental period 
for Grades Four, Five and Six. It will be seen that a 
vecy considlerable gain was made by Grades Four and Six. 
Grades Five were handicapped by having substitutes in 
place of the regular teachers for a part of the period • 
• 
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Table X shows t he results of the tests at the 
beginning ·a:nd at the end ·pf the experimental period for 
Grades Seven and Eight. It will be noted that seven B 
and eight B made extraordinary gains in their reading 
quotients. 
Table XI shows the gain in reading quotient for 
each grade for a period of two months, after which is 
given the normal gain for the grade for the same period. 
I 
Table ' XII shows a gain when the reading quotients 
are interpreted in words as well as in per cents. 
Table XIII gives a summary of the individual gains 
and losses by grades during the period of intensive train-
ing. 
A typical individual graph is given for GTades Four, 
Five, Seve~ and Eight, and a copy of the score that was 
recorded daily on the blackboard for one of the Sixth Grades 
during the period. 
In Conc]usion 
While the tables and charts measure definitely the 
gains made in both rate and comprehension in reading, 
these tests do not measure the gain in ability to comprehend 
~the text in other subjects, arithmetic, geography and history. 
Teachers and visiting supervisors of these subjects have 
noted an increased ability in comprehension on the part of 
the pupils during and since the experimental period in 
intensive silent reading. 
• 
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THE FOLLOWING IS A LIST OF BOOKS READ BY THE 
PUPILS rn THE STUDY 
TITLE 
The Cricket on the 
Hearth 
Livas and Stories 
Worth Remember-
ing 
The Howe Seventh 
Reader 
Silent Readers 
Book VIII 
Elson Grammar Soh. 
Readar,~k III 
Little Women 
Pollyanna 
Boris in Russia 
Silent Readers 
Book VII 
Heidi 
Silent Reader 
Book V 
Builders of our 
Country,Book I 
AUTHOR 
G:rada VIII 
Dickens 
Grace & Kupfer 
Howe, Pritchard & 
Brown 
Lewis & Rowland 
Elson & Kaok 
Grade VII 
~ -
Alcott 
E. H. Porter 
E.B.McDonald 
Lewis & Rowland 
Grade!! 
Johanna Spyri 
Lewis & Rowland 
Southworth 
PITBLISHER 
American Book Co. 
.Scribners 
Winston 
Scott,Frusman & co. 
Little, Brown 
Page & Co. 
Little, Brown 
Winston Co. 
Ginn & Co. 
Winston 
Appleton 
• 
• 
Geography Book II 
Pollyanna 
Cyr's Reader 
Bllokwalter 
Silel!llt Reader 
Carpenter's Europe 
Moni,the Goat Boy 
Silent Reade:r, 
Grade V 
Moni,the Goat Boy 
Sprague Classio 
Reader, Book 5, 
Pa:rt I 
Merry Animal Tales 
The Dutoh Twins 
Art Literature 
Reader 
Fifty Famous 
Stories 
Seleotions from 
El!eryday Classios, 
Atwood. 
Porter 
E.M.Cyr 
G.Buokwalter 
Lewis & Rowland 
F.G. Carpenter 
Grade V 
Edith Kunz 
Lewis & Rowland 
Edith Kunz 
Sprague 
Grade IV 
M.A • Bingham 
Luoy F. Perkins 
Franoes E. Chutter 
Baldwin 
Fourth Reader Baker & Thorndike 
39 
Ginn & co. 
Page & co. 
Ginn & Co • 
Parker P. Simmons 
Winston 
Amerioan Book Co. 
Ginn & Co. 
Winston 
Parker P. Simmons 
Eduoational Pnb. Co. 
Little, Brcwn 
Houghton, Mifflin 
Atkinson, Mentzer & 
co. 
Amerioan •cok Co. 
Maamillan 
• 
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